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Water, particularly fresh water, is obviously a major influence in our lives but only hits the headlines when there 
is too much or too little.  Several times over the last decade and especially during 2014 we have definitely had “too 
much” and river management has been blamed, making this book extremely topical.  The authors of Rivers do not 
conclude (as some others do) that floods and droughts have got worse due to climate change but point out that human 
activities affecting rivers over much of recent history have contributed to the effects of more extreme weather events.
This is a big book (400+ pages) covering a big topic but it is infinitely both readable and comprehensive.  The style is 
light and accessible but the coverage is wide dealing with both physico-chemical and biological aspects of running water. 
The book provides considerable emphasis on history, both geological and human: this is a good way to address 
entities like rivers which are subject to such massive ranges of influences over long periods of time.  In particular, 
human impact is well described – for 6000 years we have used rivers and changed them so that no truly wild rivers 
remain.  The authors point out the complications resulting from competition (even conflict) between users vying 
for access to the services (mainly water or power) that rivers provide.  This is an area I thought I knew well but 
the range of interferences described and the length of time over which pressure has been exerted surprised me.
The sections on physical and chemical impacts on rivers made me wonder how anything could remain 
alive and how all-pervading were man’s effects – changing shape, behaviour, chemistry and biology.  I 
am a biologist and possibly have never paid enough attention to hydrologists but the description here of 
the hydrology of rivers and its relation to the underlying geology is the best that I have ever read.  The 
description of the plants and animals associated with rivers is readable, comprehensive and excellent.
Chapter 4 “Assessing the health of rivers” is particularly important and presents a fascinating history of the 
development of quality assessment of river systems.  Obviously it is important to measure the severity of the effects of 
our impacts on rivers, to detect deterioration and improvement: the measurements need to be robust, repeatable, 
reliable and ideally simple to apply and understand.  The evolution of the present system makes an interesting story 
starting from essentially chemical measurement to ecological measures (mainly dependent on benthic invertebrate 
scoring systems).  The most important measures today depend on a comparison of the invertebrate assemblage which 
should be present in an un-impacted river of a given type (i.e. the expected score) compared with the actual (observed 
score).  This system, the River Invertebrate Prediction and Classification System (RIVPACS) became, in 1984, the first 
evidence-based system (rather than expert opinion-based system) for water quality assessment and forms an important 
part of the ecological status assessment of the Water Framework Directive used throughout the European Union. 
These days it is fashionable to talk about catchments rather than rivers on their own but this book chooses 
to concentrate on the river and its banks rather than majoring on the catchment or river basin.  It does develop 
catchment discussion further in chapter 10 where a detailed comparison of three contrasting rivers (Meon, Dee and 
Endrick) is presented, illustrating beautifully just how diverse the influences of geography and human influence can 
be.  This chapter providess descriptions of each river across the full range of aspects presented in the general text 
and provides an opportunity to put into practice all that has been learned by reading previous chapters.  It shows 
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that the three have much in common and many differences.  For example the Meon has been changing for 2000 
years, the Dee for 200 and much in the Enrick (especially the fish populations) has changed largely in the last 20 
years.  The authors conclude that each of the three rivers is in reasonable shape and has a bright future because, in 
each case, local people have shown real interest and a detailed understanding of each river has come together from 
many sources.  Where keen people and knowledge exists together sensible restoration activities can take place.
Rivers has something for everyone.  Conservation professionals and recorders will benefit, as will the layman interested 
in how his local river compares with others.  Because the work is so well researched and authoritative, the academic and 
student should use this book as a guide to the overall picture of freshwater life. Gems turn up regularly like an interesting 
section on river names and their derivation, and observations on the differences in the behaviour of two types of dragonflies 
(darters and hawkers) are beautifully observed (page 235).  The aquatic plant descriptions are both helpful and memorable.
The lavish illustrations in the book have had the effect of making me want to rest from synthesis 
and return to the luxury of simply watching.  A great many of the photographs were taken by 
the authors.  The tables, maps and figures are excellent and comprehensively support the text. 
Although the book emphasises the extent of the changes we have wrought on rivers it is not all doom and gloom. 
The authors show how regulations and constraint have brought about improvement and some notable (especially urban) 
rivers are much better than they were 100 years ago.  There is recovery but we should not be complacent.  The message 
of the book is that we need to get back the sympathy and respect we once showed and care for our rivers once again.  We 
have done a lot to put right Victorian urban pollution but now we need to repair the physical scars and the functional 
damage.  There are signs that our attitudes are changing in that we now think about water in a more joined-up way and 
recognise the connection between rivers and other water bodies as well as the land that surrounds them – we talk in terms 
of catchments and increasingly try to manage land-use to minimise damage to water.  A major publication, the National 
Ecosystem Assessment, and the increased discussion about ecosystem services and our dependence upon them, suggest 
ways forward.  Rivers encourages us to change behaviour not only because natural rivers look good and lift the heart but 
because broken systems cost a fortune to put right so the sooner we consider the functionality of catchments the better. 
During the review of this book one of the authors, Nigel Holmes, died of a heart attack while sampling a river.  His death is a sad loss to 
the comprehensive approach to rivers and we have lost a real champion of the environmental movement.  It is perhaps a small comfort to 
know that he died while doing something he enjoyed and did brilliantly well.
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